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" Introduction

Parsons College was not ‘ the- firlt collage to lose it’s
accreditation, ~and ' cloge, a&nd will not ‘be the last. However,'

. few .would dbubt that it was' cértainly a college of many

ya firste. Until 195%, Parson’s Collage was like any number of
other -small colleges in the midwest. Even with an enrollment

of - only 200. students, a dreary campus, ludicrodsly 1ow
‘'salaries, a physical: plant in disrepair, and deficit

- financing as .the customary method of business, Parsons was
not on it"s last leg, as many would have others to believe

. (Koerner; 1970).- ’ , - ' '

- The situation did however, call’ for new epproaches to. these
‘" old problems, and in 1954 when the ther presidedt, of Parsons

N re51gned,~ the trustees began .to 1lqok for a ﬁa@ president

that could bring hnew ideas to the college. After a yeéar of
s@arching and  tHe .hiring of an’ interim president, the _
Parsons trustees made ' their decision, and appointed a .New
York clergyman by the name of Dr. Millard Rrh~~tg as their
new president. . ~ ' L L :

"By 1947, gunder the direction of Dr. Roberts . the Parsgons-
Plan, 'Parsons had ‘increased - enrollment to over S000
students, was paying it’s faculty between. -$20,000 and-
$40,000 for an eight month, K year, had increased it’'s physical
plant value’ from 41,000,000.00 - tb $21,000,000,.00 and had
five satellite campuses mirroring it (Collins, 1968). ‘?

In 1947, thd Noﬁ%h Central Association of College and
Secondary Schools" removed Parsons’ "accreditation. This
marked the beginning of the end for Parsons College. But ,how
could this happen to an institution that was experiencing
such success? ” Were ‘the .practices being lised at Parsons so
unetivical ,as toc cause the NortH Central Asseciation of
 Colleges, apd - Secdndary . - Schools to remove " their
accreditation? Or :was Parsons College a victim . of the
ambiquity of higher'educafion?1 . <!

b3
o

Could it be aéﬁ,&oernera said, "The story of Parsons is an .’
image, ' only slightly magnified of what:. has avertaken
American HigHer Education during the last guarter century,
‘and has brought it to  a. .state of morel, finanqial- and
‘administrative bankruptcy (Koerner, 1970) . «

. AN
Various reasons were'given for thhdrawing~Parsone College 8
dccredidations yet, today, many.of the cofditions cited by
the North. Central- Assacxation of Colleges and Secondary
Schools exist as common practioe ‘on almost all American

. campuses. Following a' brief description of Parsons College
. under the Peadership of ‘Dr. Millard Roberts, this paper will,
examine some.‘of the PYractices cited, the conditions leadifg

to the loss of accreditation, as well as some of the ethital
queetions raised by the closxng of Parson College. L8
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- typing on - typwriters they bﬁoughtvffom home (Collins, 1948,

The Parscna F . R | L

Uﬁdar, ‘President Roberts, _Parsons had becoma a booming
‘collage. He raecruited ‘students - who either  couldn’t -ba

dccepted, or. were dismissed from other collagan, .Enrbllment
goared from 200 to over 3,000 students in eleven Years..All
of this was accpmplished by what was quickly dubbed the

- "Parsops Plan", which. included: - open doar admrssionl‘
. policy, modern - accomodatioms and ‘conveniences, an,’

nationally-famous . firms representing Parsons in their publi.

relations, accounfxng ‘and legal matters (Collins, 1948, p.-

429y,

The  Pardons Plai was built upon an open-door admissions”
policy{ and. a set of basic "core courses" which re%embled
the General Educaticon courses .at other colleges. However.:
unlike other institutions, sepecial attention was given to=
these :yses in the form af a preceptar system, Thip systnm"
involved ~the use’ ' of: (1) outstanding professors, whe would *
give lgcture- to, Iarge classes in huge lecturn halls wirid
with sound equipmegt; (¥3) an. instructor, typifally i 'high ~
school teacher with?- masters degraa. who ‘would then conduct
& discussipn “concer ing . the ,lecturea and- Rty a precaeptor,
,typically . a recent Parsons qraduata, or the wife of &
student, who was .assigned to a particular class and would
tutor ‘%the student on an 1nd1vidual basis (Callins, 196?!

*Koerner, 1970y. = - .7 . , Lo

_¢ . . L7
. » .

Trg 'Plan "alao , involved: many' modern features; 'inclddinQ'

Qimcrack . accomodations, " in buildings that. were built
strictly with function and . “comst’ in mind. In addition, an
innovative student identification card, alsqQ served . as

. charge plates,’ and.students would be given charge.privileges

at” the "bookstore;, the ~dining halls, bowlihg alley, coffee
shop and 3o on, whicl fot only increased college ravenue,
but = provided . major funding of - many. of the colleg.?su
projects. (Collins, 1968, p.. 429) . : .

- * :

Modern combu%ers, were put to use tp score tests and keap

. records. Secretarial work was ‘@dentralizad, though according™

to one duthar this meant - that professorS' did their own
P. 430). . " R . ’

t
-

Finally, ‘the. Plan inciuded .a nationally-famous accounting,
firm, a -Madison Avenue public relations_ firm, a Chicago_ law

‘firm and a private plane and pilot. All of these components

would Tlater play an important role in codtributing to the .
problems of the college, as . many administrators and
educators of -other institutions criticized ‘Roberts :and
Parsons for such ~"flashy" services. As we will see Yater,-
the NCA objected strenuously to, .what has- bhecome, such
traditional practices. ' .

. B
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Parggnas did. not hida the fact that it was a "second chance"
college. ps" the Life Magazine article which appeared in

‘June S, 1966 demonstrated, one of Parson’s greatest
strengths was that it knew it’ s mission and remained true to
it, even when that mission was threatening it’s very

~@axistance. . S, .- ‘
" Students were from middle to uppar clasg families. and'paid .
91160 00 .a tri-mester to attend Parsons, though (schol arships
digl ' pay for part of the tuition ("The Flunking of', 1947).
Those students wno T ware, not making progress- toward
. graduati on were required to attend the summer tri-mester, or

face the possxbllxty of not béing readmitted the fdllowing~
Fall. o . .

oo

Faculty ‘membprs"at: Parsons taught only ezght months out of
the vyear, . and weré given one of the trimesters o?f, with
pay. Their - salaries ran - from- $20,000 to $40,000 an eight

. month period, included pafd member:ship in the. local country -

club, grants of money. to purchase local housihq and paid .
 taition to asend members qof. their family to the cnllegc of
thezr ch?ice (“The Flunking of" 19673 Koerner, 1970).

This then ‘was the Parhpns Plan. A Plan that h§d made Farsons
inte a booming colPéga, one which had 'gone from an’
enrollment of 200 to 5000 in eleven years, attracted some of
. the finest: faculty ‘in the profession, paying them- top
- salaries - and benafits, a college that served the *gsacond
chance" student, used Jcomputars or record keapingp became

vary wall known and still made a profit.
. . '5.

Dr. Millhrd‘Roberti“

¢ - ’ . '

- In 1935 Dr Millard Roberts ‘'was hired by the'trdsteéshcf

Parson collage. .Roberts was a graduate of Syracuse, .atténded

Yale and ‘the University "of Chitago.  Before  coming - to

Parsons College, he " had developed a reputation as a

successful: fund ° raiser for the * fashionable - Briclk

Presbyterian Church 1in-. New. York (Froak, 19646). Dean .
McKee, = a Parsons alumnus\who ‘was also a well-knawn ministér
and head of the Biblical' Sehxnary in New York City, wrote to
the trustees search committee t .

and made the@ followlnq comments concernxng Roberts, Dr.
Roberts’ - strong p ints are: 1) He comes near being a barn
promoter. He has Zideas, and with them clear insight, ‘as to
‘ways and means for their  realization. He understanda
publicxty.... H2 has an excellent <apacity for makinig
. contacts with people ....2)-He should have a grasp of what
education is all about....3) As an ordained mininster and a

leader..: in the..church, he should be able to contribute’

. much' that 1is -essential in making a church—related cqlleqe
» what it ought te be.... He wduld quickly bgcome a.leader in
church . and ' academic cxrcles in the Midwest.... Nét everyone
will agree wath him as his aqquSSLvenP 55 somet1me§ reaches.

: . ) . . LI “
- : . : , . 5 ‘-~
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too fer too fast but, with a competent board of *

work with  him, my judgement is that very _ .. ...
progress - would be made 14 . he warea called ta
Parsons. " (Koerner, 1970, p. 8,9 C S ‘

: ' ‘ Ny o8
Roberts immediately realized the task at  hand and bagan to
slash ~“the number of courses offered from 700 to 1468, and to-
introduce a trimester, system that wduld keep the campusm’
humming - and money -coming in _al}! year around (Parsons
Progress, 1962, p. &1). He invol ved himself in every aspact
of the internal administration of the college and @ventually
sold the trustees on. adopting a - modified Ruml Plan to
vacheive the ‘higher ' salaries he felt necessary. for' the
faculty. ‘Using the modified Ruml plan he felt he ‘could also
acheive higher student  faculty  ratio, and ‘requce _tQQ
classes even further (MaBGarrell, 1967, p.4). o * '

. _.‘-‘_ " R »
e -

The Ruml Plan sugLested college faculty had been allcwed to
usurp pawer ° over the curriculum, after, which they
demonstrated, as a body, “their 1ncompetence " to use. that
.power. He further suggested .tHe time had come far callege
trustees to " be :bold and reclaim their '1ost authority. Once
they had’ reclaimed . authority - they were advised to
restructure the curriculum, . working -~ through the .
admidistration,_ according ., to the academic fa;t:, cf)life

(Koerner, 1970, p. % : .
“Roberts was well known.on. the lecture circuit and it is said

.that in one year he had logged 210,000 \niles in the Par=~ne
‘owned plane an:’ = . e before over OO teacher and mana

groups &t a fee af from $300.00 to #3500, at a time &

was receiving -a wsalary of $42,000 a year (Fro’k, 1946..

these trips - Roberts would talk about dollars and ‘cents and
~how his college was making a profit. Koerner mentions that
i one of his ,talks with “Dr. Roberts he. stated the

fallowingi.."the 19&3 NCA,team had been composed of "\threae -

Towa ,College presidents wha were emba‘assed by a callege in
thelr state thhout a deficit.” (Koerner, 19790, p. 173)
;The fact Wwas that .the members of the 1943 NCA team ‘were all
from ou:t of state and there was only one member who was in™
fact a college president. Roberts was well “nown for his.
"exaggeration” of the truth. B ¢ . )
ftaberts -appeare on - the Huntly Brinkly Report and Today on
NBC several imes dicussiong the uniqueness of Parsons
College," and later, at great expense, David Brinkly appeared
at . Parsons . (Bibson, -f968 p. 990).  These types of
appearahces ".alienated the educational establishMent to the’
extent that it created'prublems for Parsons and Roberts.

~ - ”

" Kennith W. Perry, once a senior Par=mrm profeésor
commented, "Robekrts -created a.lnt - 3 Ow i Oblems, bu@
bei ~al sin ' in  the NCA was rocking e b.at. Th don’t
want you- to be creative..If ycu’re.creative{ they 1; ki'll
' &" . <




you 1!kn thoy did Parsans.”‘Koerner, 1950)' : .
fithers iugqcltmd greatipresﬁure was being brought to bare by
.all . th- small collages in Iowa that falt threatened by’
.Parsons’ and .the methods and practices being used by Roberts'
" (Koerner, 19703 "Fleecing a -Black, 1970). After all,
Roberts, in hundreds of speeches and néwspaper reports, on .
radic and television, had made his contemporaries among
culleage nrnsidents look like fools (Gibson, 1968, p. 590) .
‘As  the late sixt;es arrivg. Parsons has a Plan that is.
working, 'a presidént by the name of Millard Roberts who has
‘demonstrated his outstanding and creative fund raising
abilitys - who has braought Parsons College national
y recognition, an enrollment of 5000 students, a faculty that -
is composed of -some of the best prcfeasqfs in the nation,-m
six satelite campuses which are patterned after the Parsons

Plan' and an ‘alienated . educational esti¥blishment. It would
seem that Parsons had® a'bright future. What could go wrong? - |
. o . L. R R
o AR B ) S Lo A
Problems With NCA | . L Lo T

In 1967, Parsons College lost it’s NCA accreditation. That
fall {t’s enrollment drgoped 60%. This was the beginning of
what  would eventually 1lead to the' closing of Parsons

College. I
The his' ry- of ‘Parsons Colleqge ?fo&,!?bS until 1967 is one
nf alm- : ‘conatant problems with NCA. Af* - a 1963 vi by

: Parsons Collega found itse.. on probationary

status, which was then lifted, based on promises of change
made ‘durirg the 1945 ‘visit. Normally NCA visits are made’
cnce every ten years, unless weaknesses are found during aj
vinit, at which time an interim avaluation i3 conducted
-after a spetified time. The 1983 report was never released,
.but’ it is belefved in, general that. the college
. administration was "r'cuasted'{s throughly in the report. Some
beleive that Rob , “made. unofficial promises to NCA on
which 'he later ?;neged. Rob=rts suggested "the whole thing
“was a plot by other schools which had become jealous of-his
rsuccess. " (Collins, - 1968, p. 4333 Froak, 1966, p. 783
Collins, 1968) _ o - o . '
" v . . . RS

It was not until a 1966 .Life Jagaaina article, whlch
portrayed Parsons as a school ' for "Flunkies", that NCA
~resummed it’s ‘“special handlinq”“af Parsons. 'Koerner astates
that there probably had never C%een another atcreditation

a

visit to a college on the basis/o0f an article in a popular
magaziine, nor should there ‘ha beén (Koerner, 1970, p.
27). John Drekhol¥, a NCA consdli%nt assigned to Parsons in
- 1967y, wroté a letter to NCA after finding that they were
sending 'a  team to the college. The letter objected to NCA’s
deciszon ‘to send a team to Parsons. especially since he had
y nu?a been consulted before ’the decision. In the letter he

. . < N
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stated, "The dcciﬁﬁon of the NCA board to.send a review team.
to Parfions ' Coklcqn this fall seems to me unfair to Parsons
College. The report of the team that went t& Parsons in
Dacember 1964 recommended a regular review visit "three or
four years" from ,ngw,  which wduld be not earlier than
December 1947. And the Allocilﬁéon' (NCA) spacified the
employment of a consultant-me, ® it happens—to work with
Parsons during the period betweehn visits. I have bean to
Parsons only twide. The Executive Committee had access only
to the report on my first visit. If thera are advantages to
a college in - working with a North Central . consultant, -

“Parsons can hardly have had the benefit of them-but now must

brepare . for and submit. tn a review' vigsit on very short

rfotice. ‘
. If .the 'Board had asked my advice before taking action, I.

would certainly have advised against ‘the action. taken(

. Moreover I should. have bgen asked. o ' J

If the North 'Central Asscciation undertakes unscheduled
review ‘visits taq' every college subjected to thqvorable
publicity, it will “be a very busy.adsociation ihdeed. If it
‘lets idrresponsible journalist shape its policies or direct -
its relationship wit its member institutxons, it shares
‘their. 1rresponsibilit Anc if it ignores its consul tants in
dealing with its member collegas, it. w;ll soon run out of
consul tants" ~(Koener, 1970, p 208) g -

kY
{ o

-,On " April 1957. ‘after the visiting cc .ttee had completad.

and sub- ted {t’s report, ' ‘NCA .revoked Parsons College
accradivation, even after the visiting” team had recommended
"Cor. cinue accreditation - with three prbvisions.." The .
commi t tee’ g8 recommendation was reversed -by the NCA Executive
Board.. Their, recommendation, ."Drop " from membership in the -
NCA effective “June 30, 1947." .The vote-was & tg 1 (2 votes .
by  telephone) in  .faver " of the. action. As if this wasn’t
unusual, the - NCA issued a "public- statement" of
“dhsaccreditatbon. a: proceduro it had not followed with any
institution befbre,/ and made it public befora it had -
notified. Parsong College of the dissacreditation: (Koener,
1970, p.(-210). The reasons given for . their decisigr was
persistant failure on the part o#/ﬁha college to correct

- certain seridus weakneﬁses' in it'"ws operation, and theﬁ

. Executive BRoard’s 1lack of confidonce in the adm1n1:traﬁ1ve
’ leade?ship of the college (Gibsong 1968, p. 588)..°

v

Roberts was conv1nced the NCA was more .warvied About® him
that . about the "grave weaPneSses" of the college, or perhaps .
ithought of him as the gravest weakness and that a conapiracy
to "get" him had taken place involving NCA, the Church and
other:- groups and  individuals (Koerner, 1970, .p. 173). This
seems to be supported by Collins “in his article, which
appeared’ . in tne January 1968 issue’ of . The Journal of Higher
Education . “notes on the FParsons Ewperiehce"; where he
stateg’ it later became apparent -there were’ ‘spectors” behind
the curtain-the! NCA seems to have based ifs revocation on
the report only as ik related to prqm1ses or 1m91;eq

page & - » , B I
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,'pgomil.n of ’ chanqn made in 19&5 whan the covllege.was taken
of¥f probabqttonary ‘status given it after the 1963 visit. He
goes on to say Roberts reneged on unofficial promises made
ta, NCA in 196% and this is the real reason that Parlons lbst
1t’s accrodttatton (Colling, - 1948, Pe 433).

An appoui vwas Fildd with NCA and a meeting wat'qchcdulbd the
third week of June. When tHe Parsons- board of trustees .
appedred beforée .the NCA Board they had ‘decided that they
‘would offer Roberts resignation in return for a reversal of
the NCA decision. It t}iled ~ and the revoking of -
accreditation was affirmed. S C K
The final’ step, 1n what some call "the comedy of errors",

. Wasg taking unsuccessful "legal qction to matntaiﬁ NCA
. membershxp(Glbson, 1968, P 589). - ' o
- o _ e

2,

- In vieWw of the suCcess of Parsons College,\if should not be
: surprising that™ the’ Parsons Boa~d of Truste f.culty and ¢
‘over 5,000 students ¢ " '  _hat the NEA was justified- tn.“*
taking ' the actidn'&ﬁ d ~=cially if the purpose, which it .
seems to be, wds to . the coll ‘ge of President Nillard
Roberts. Wouldn’t”™ a warning 'to the Farsons, board of ™
trustees, without public® notice have accompﬁishgd the -
- desired” result ard saved the college for the students. Could
\Parsons' rhave fallen victim to the abiguity of higher
education? - - . T -
1 oo ) - - - : '
It .would seem that in the end it was publicity that killed
: Parsons. . In 19648, Robert Collins.stated,. "Within ten years
every major college in the country”will be using a va-iation
of the parsons Plan."(Collins, 1968, p.430) It is i ~w 1983,
~and .all one has t do is look throu.h the pages o The _.
'Chronical of °Higher™ Education to see that his prediction .
has come true. - : ) . ' : -

.o . .
kN v >

In 1955, Parsons was a colleqe struggling for survival in an -
- economy that was about to end the existance of the small °
private 1libe arts college. State colleges  were being
selective and tﬁrning away thousands of students, taking
only the best., Parsons 'q;ve the others a "sgcond chance."
Today many of the NCA attributed weaknesses of which Rarsons”
was guilty Hgve become the maingtay of higher education. ‘-
- Many ‘colleges -today. are furided with federal funds to “assist
them in meeting 'the needs of the second chance student. It
is hard to find a colleqe that auld. turn down such funds.
. N .
Az for ‘faculty ‘student ratio, most ‘colleges today have
ratios that are; much higher  than , Parsons. Why has i
suddenly become,tacceptableﬂ Could it’be that 1n5t1tutions
today are financially ‘where Parsons was twenty years ago,
and that they to worship the almighty dollar“

<
~

The list could 'go on and on, but the answer would be the'w,
- same. Nothing is .easier than to, make Parsons look bad by

) P




thpgning it  to institutions, 'pract;cas or standards that’
are not comparable. Perhaps final judgement about/Parsons.
‘should  be madn‘ﬁkcnping in mind that the very weaknesses of
‘which Parsons was guilty, between 1955 and 1967, can be
found {n institutiomns In good standing, more institutions
than . Parsons crtti;s‘wgu;d’caﬁn to admit (Koerner, 1948, P.

T 214), . L

&



Selected Btbliugrabhyu

————————, Memberl of NCA Team. Tng gnrgglgal gf Higher
€ducation ? Adril 2, 1947, pp.1,4. . e
———————— . Penalizimg Parsons.[ Ngwgwgggg April 17,
1967, pp. &9. ' : .
———————— . The Flunking af Drop- out U. Time . April 14,
1967, pp. - : " -
———————— . Parsons Prégress. ,Newsweeg . August 20, 1942,
. © phe b ’ '
———————— Parsons Like College Is Sued. The Qhronlcal gi n
) Higher Education . August 23, 1947, pp. 8. - -
————=-—-—. Parsons Faculty Urges Firing of President. IDE
- Chronical of Higher Education . May 31, 1967,
) pp- 8. . . .
Collins, G. Notes On The Parsons Experience. The Education
Digest s January, 19468, pp. 32-35. = . . -
Collinsg G. notes'on the Parsons Experience. Journal of
Higher Education . January, 1948, pp. 428-437.
Doak, Dick. Parsons Loses a- Lawsuit, Acting Head, Some
Students. , The Ghronical of Highgr Education .
: August 23, 1947, pp. 8.
Froak Je, The w1zard of Flunk Out U.. Lifg . June 3, 1946,
t pp. 77478+, ; .
Gibson, R. The Bcholarch of Parsons and The NCA. Phi Delta
. Kagpan - June 1968, pp. 587-591.
Kaplin, W. Judicial Review of Accreditation: The Parsons
College Case. Jaurnal of- ngne: Education .
, fDctober, 1969, pp. 543-5354. :
Koerner, J. The Parsons College Bubble, Basic Books .Inc.
. New York, New York, 1970 i
Magarrell,” J. Parsons Losaes Accreditation. The Chronical at
Higher Education .. April 2, 1947, pp. 1,4...
"Magarrell, J. Financial Crisis Grips Parsons. Tng Chranica
i aof Higher Education . July 12, 1947, pp. 1.8.
Mayhew, Lewis, Fleecing a Black Sheep. Satgrgay Beglgy .
August 7, '1970.
Roberts, M. The College That Pays Its way. " The Raotarian .
October 19460, pp. 32.3,54,55. ' '

-

o

[

-~

o e



